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Constance Charpentier's Melancholy (fig. 1), painted in 1801, is a mysterious 
image that, despite its inclusion in a major retrospective exhibition of French 
Revolutionary painting, has never received an extended art historical interpretation.1 It 
depicts a woman seated in a forest dressed in simple antique clothing. Her expression is 
somber, and she looks dejectedly downward and away from the viewer. Her chignon is 
beginning to come undone and a few tendrils of hair cascade down her neck. Her arms lie 
motionless by her side as her torso slumps downward. The woods that she aimlessly sits 
in are dim, but the time of day is unclear. A weeping willow is prominently featured, 
taking up almost half the composition, an obvious illusion to her own gloomy state of 
mind. Her pose, expression, classical features, and dress along with the painting's title, 
suggest the painting is an allegory. However, her dress also conforms to the leading 
fashion of 1801. For that reason, the painting could easily be understood as a 
representation of an actual woman contemplating an event in her own life. 
Charpentier was a student of both Jacques-Louis David and Fran9ois Gerard. She 
exhibited frequently in the Salon from 1795 to 1819 and received a Prix d'Encouragement 
in 1788. In the last year she exhibited at the Salon she was awarded a gold medal by the 
Royal Museum.2 However, despite her prominence as an exhibiting Parisian artist, 
Melancholy is her only surviving work. It bears clear signs that she was still learning 
basic aspects of her own practice. Pentimenti reveal that the figure's arm was repainted 
multiple times, and the anatomy of the figure is incorrect. The size of the figure's body is 
1French Painting 1774-1830, The Age of Revolution, exhibition catalogue (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1975). 
2 French Painting 1774-1830, The Age of Revolution, exhibition catalogue, 345-346. 
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much too large in comparison to her head, her eyes are painted too high on the skull, 
leaving her with a minimal forehead, and Charpentier only slightly hints at the presence 
of muscles and limbs under the figure's white dress. One writer from the Salon criticized 
her in this regard, complaining of a lack of subtlety in the figure's contours.3 
The picture first appeared in the Salon of 1801, where it received praise but was 
also dismissed in terms often applied to the work of women artists of the period. One 
writer allowed that Charpentier was prominent in the class of women artists and 
complimented her graceful composition.4 Another author briefly commented that her 
painting had good design and an easy execution.5 Finally, in a fictitious conversation 
between Peter Paul Rubens and Momus, a Greek god, the picture was discussed in terms 
of the figure ' s charming physique.6 However, while Charpentier did receive some praise, 
it was nowhere near the amount of attention and writing that was devoted to her male 
counterparts who exhibited comparably ambitious pictures. 
Charpentier's painting was not discussed in terms of the questions her image 
raises about representations of women's bodies and allegorical goddesses, the French 
Revolution, or French women under the Consulate. No one in 1801 seems to have taken 
Charpentier's Melancholy very seriously. This essay argues that the image reveals a great 
deal about the changing status of women's bodies in Revolutionary art. The painting 
engages a rich iconography that had changed enormously over the preceding decade. It 
3 Anonymous, "Arlequin: De Retour Au Museum," (Paris, 1801), Collection Deloynes, 
no. 58, 449. 
4 Anonymous, Collection Deloynes, no, 58, 449. 
5 Anonymous, Collection Deloynes, no. 58, 449. 
6 Anonymous, "Rubens Au Museum: Critique Des Tableaux De Sallon, En Vaudevilles,'; 
I, (Paris: Chez Augustin, Rue De La Parcheminerie, 1801 ), Collection Deloynes, 128-
129. 
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fits into a very long line of images of melancholy, to be sure, yet it also engages central 
Revolutionary iconographic traditions. To begin with, it uses the body of a woman in 
classical dress as its central motif. This paper reviews the Revolutionary history of the 
classical female allegory-from its early incarnations in images of the Republic and 
Liberty, through its decline in favor of images of Hercules, to its reemergence in a far 
more frivolous form in the fashions ofthe Directory. Charpentier's image emerges 
directly out this recent history, and may be read as a commentary on it as well. Secondly, 
the figure of melancholy appeared intermittently throughout the Revolution in a number 
of key paintings. Most famously, Pierre-Narcisse Guerin adapted it to the concerns of the 
Directory, using it to encourage empathy with exiles that had suffered, especially during 
the Terror. Charpentier's image engages this tradition as well, offering a generalized 
image of melancholy that might have spoken to the feelings engendered by a range of 
specific experiences in 1801. However, her painting also differs from other images of 
Revolutionary melancholy in important ways. By making an image of feminine 
mourning, Charpentier subverts the highly exclusive, masculinized practice of 
Revolutionary commemoration and memorialization. 
Allegory under the French Revolution 
Charpentier's 1801 painting, even divorced from its title, would have easily been 
legible as an image of melancholy to her viewers. The theme of melancholy has been 
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used in a multitude of paintings in a number of different ways. The most famous allegory 
of melancholy is Abrecht Diller's 1514 print, Melancholia I (fig. 2). The deflated, 
slumped pose and dejected expression in this image is found in many other images of 
melancholy. This pose is iconic, and is also found in many Renaissance allegories.7 
Melancholia has been illustrated for a number of emblem books, including Cesare Ripa's 
Iconologia (fig. 3).8 The classic pose was often used for a wide variety of historical and 
literary figures, such as Mary Magdalene (fig. 4).9 Even the last painter to the French 
king, Joseph Marie Vien, painted the theme (fig. 5). 10 The long history of melancholic 
poses and allegories would have made Charpentier's allegory immediately recognizable 
to her public. 
But if Charpentier's image obviously took up the longstanding iconography of 
melancholy, it combined it with the image of a woman in classical dress that had a 
complicated recent history. Almost from its start in 1789, the political ideals and 
institutions of the Revolutionary movement were personified in the bodies of classically 
garbed women. These often had ancient origins, but their popularity in France was new. 
Images and effigies of Equality, Reason, the Republic, and especially Liberty appeared in 
unprecedented numbers, and a new personification, named Marianne, embodied the 
Republic and Liberty at one and the same time (fig. 6). The women in these allegories . 
broke with the sexualized, frivolous images of women that dominated Rococo art; they 
7 Lucas Cranach the Elder's, Melancholy, 1532, Hans Sebald Beham's, Melancholia, 
1539, and Giovanni Bellini's, Allegory of Changing Fortune, or Melancholy, 1490 are all 
examples. 
8 Cesare Ripa and Edward Andrew Maser, Baroque and Rococo Pictorial Imagery: The 
1758-60 Hertel Edition ofRipa's 'Iconologia' (New York: Dover Publications, 1971). 
9 One example is Artemisia Gentileschi, Mary Magdalene as Melancholy, 1621-22. 
10 Joseph Marie Vien, Sweet Melancholy, 1756. 
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were instead powerful, classicizing, and, by all appearances, virtuous. It should be noted 
that this iconography was not a complete break with the past: in fact many Revolutionary 
allegories drew upon images of the Virgin Mary. For example, in an allegory of Law 
(fig.7), the re-appropriation of the image of the Virgin is obvious. She holds a lily, the 
traditional symbol of the Virgin. But nonetheless Madelyn Gutwirth has argued that male 
officials initially turned to the image of women to represent the ideals ofthe new 
Republic because of its difference from the male image of the king. 11 The unprecedented 
image of woman as a sign of French political power connoted the novelty of 
Revolutionary ideas. 
The prominence of women in Revolutionary iconography was not, however, long 
lived. It was enormously popular in early years of the Revolution, but by 1793 
government officials began to promulgate a new allegory, that of Hercules as the 
personification of the People. Hercules was an appropriate symbol for the People because 
he was powerful, virtuous, and, in many of the legends in which he figured, engaged in 
the work of the People, but Lynn Hunt has demonstrated that this iconographic shift was 
not solely the result of his political connotations. In fact, Revolutionary officials had 
. grown wary of the demands of women for equal rights and they now wished to exclude 
them from politics. The Revolution was, for them, men's work, and this had to be 
emphasized through a specifically male iconography. Jacques-Louis David spearheaded 
' 
11 Madelyn Gutwirth, The Twilight of the Goddesses: Women, Art and Representation in 
the French Revolutionary Era (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1992) 
12, 254. 
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the reaction against Marianne. He and his students produced images of Hercules for 
Revolutionary festivals, public sculptures, and official seals and documents. 12 
Behind this shift in iconography is a complex history of women's involvement in 
Revolutionary affairs, which can only by summarily sketched here. From the start, 
women played an active role in the Revolution and quickly secured new rights. In 1792 
divorce was legalized and the age of female majority lowered, reducing paternal authority 
over the property and marital choices of women. A year later, women gained the right to 
equal inheritance.13 Powerful advocates ofwomen's rights such as Olympe de Gouges 
began to write and to speak publicly. As early as 1791 de Gouges demanded the vote for 
women, and she bitterly opposed the repression of women's rights under Robespierre, 
which led directly to her execution in November of 1792. Even after the fall of 
Robespierre in 1794, the repression of women continued. Between 1795 and 1797, the 
legislation that had granted greater rights to women was dismantled. The retroactive 
clause of inheritance was abolished and divorces became harder to obtain. 14 Thus, the 
decline of female personifications under the radical Jacobin Republic ( 1793-94) and the 
Directory (1795-99) coincided with, and indeed was part and parcel of, the suppression of 
women's rights. 
The classical allegory's fall from prominence can be seen in two images. In a print 
by Pierre-Paul Prud'hon we see allegory losing its status (fig. 8). The large head of 
Wisdom is shown as a statue, divorced from any activity or physicality, is now replaced 
12 This is discussed in Lynn Hunt's article, "Hercules and the Radical Image of the 
French Revolution," Representations 2 (1983). 
13 Suzanne Desan, "Reconstituting the Social after the Terror: Family, Property and the 
Law in Popular Politics," Past & Present 164 (1999) 81-121. 
14 Desan 95. 
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by the male corporeality of Hercules. Prud'hon freezes out femaleness and replaces it 
with masculinity. In another print by Augustin Dupree (fig. 9), the official engraver of the 
Republic, the dwindling of the allegorical goddesses and the simultaneous rise of the 
masculine representation of the Republic is made obvious through the use of hieratic 
scale. Here, two allegorical goddesses are shown, small enough for Hercules to hold them 
both in his palm. Hercules stands boldly in full frontal nudity, as a new, radical allegory 
of the people's power. 15 On one level of iconography, Charpentier's image could 
represent one of these Revolutionary allegories, replaced by the masculine Hercules, 
lamenting her fall from power. Charpentier's figure, in her classical attire, resembles the 
Revolutionary allegorical women on a basic level. She is shown stripped of all symbols 
of power, typically possessed by the Revolutionary goddesses. While Charpentier's image 
may create meaning by engaging allegorical and melancholic iconography, the image 
also creates meaning on another iconographic level. The figure's classical robe, 
seemingly uncomplicated in its antique references, allows the image to have a more 
complex meaning. Melancholy can be read not only as a Revolutionary allegory, but also 
as a contemporary French woman. Images of allegorical goddesses, suppressed under the 
radical Republic in favor of a more masculine image, reemerged in the popular fashions 
of the Directory, and Charpentier's figure certainly resembles the fashionable French 
women of 1801. 
J 
Under the Directory: Women's Antique Fashion 
.:'. 
15 Hunt 105. 
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During the Directory women's classical attire changed in significance and 
approached far more closely the dress found in Charpentier's painting. Fashionable 
women began to adopt the simple, freely hanging robes formerly found only in allegories, 
but they often introduced a new sexualized aspect into them with low cut bodices and 
supple, sheer fabrics. By the late 1790's, such fashions had become incredibly popular, 
and the fashion may be found in a great many images from the period, as for example in 
Louis-Leopold Boilly's No Agreement (fig. 10) and Make Peace (fig. 11) from his 1797 
series Follies of the Day, Adrien-Pierre-Francois Godefroy's Parisian Tea (fig. 12) ca. 
1800, David's Portrait of Henriette de Verniac (fig. 13) from 1799-1800, and Eulalie 
Morin's Portrait of Juliette Recamier (fig. 14) from 1799.16 
This new fashion corresponded to a new phase in the politics of gender under the 
Revolution. Having been forced out of public life, many women seized on this new 
classicizing dress to assert themselves through fashion and sexuality. The fashion re-
appropriated some of the signifiers (nudity and classical dress) of the Republican political 
imagery, and by reclaiming these signifiers, women were rejecting the powerless position 
assigned to them under the Consulate and the Directory. Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby has 
demonstrated that many commentators feared the new, slightly erotic, style. They 
speculated that such sexually alluring women could conspire for power, and they worried 
about the effects that such dress could have on public morality. This backlash was the 
beginning of a new round of repression of women's rights that extended into the 
Consulate. 
16 These images are discussed in greater length in Grigsby's article, "Nudity ala greque 
in 1799," The Art Bulletin 80.2 (1998). 
8 
By comparing Charpentier's painting to a similar image, Francois Vincent Andre's 
1801 Melancholy (fig. 15), her engagement in this discourse is clear. While upon first 
glance, Vincent's and Charpentier's image appear very similar, they differ in an important 
way. Vincent's figure is seated against ancient, dilapidated architecture. This type of 
Romantic iconography references a melancholic longing for antiquity. Vincent is linking 
melancholy to the passing of time and a desire for the past. Charpentier's image, however, 
is not linked to the past in this way. Her image is devoid of any narrative clues, and she 
divorces her Melancholy from a yearning for the bygone days of antiquity. Furthermore, 
the way in which Charpentier's Melancholy is painted highlights its engagement with the 
contemporary, sexual fashion of the period. While Vincent's figure is draped in heavy, 
thick layers of antique cloth, Charpentier's figure is shown in a sheer, thin gown, painted 
in such an iridescent manner that it clings to her feminine anatomy, most notably her 
breasts. Charpentier's iconography clearly references the contemporary, subversive 
clothing of fashionable French women under the Consulate in a way Vincent's does not. 
It is impossible to know the extent to which Charpentier consciously intended to 
remind viewers of the history of classically draped women within Revolutionary 
iconography, but that history was necessarily inscribed in her image. The fashion worn 
by her figure had emerged out of the suppression of female political allegories, and it had 
elicited a repressive reaction from moralizing critics during the Directory. Some 
.J 
commentators felt that sexually alluring and independent women jeopardized the idea of 
a fraternal Republic. One critic wrote, "It is the independence of women' s morals that has 
given them the authority in fashion. As long as women are spectacles in performance, 
nymphs in promenades, and goddesses in their palace, there will not be a Republic in 
9 
France."17 By showing her figure in the popular fashion of the period, Charpentier's 
painting unavoidably engages in the discourse surrounding women, power, and fashion 
under the Consulate. 
Revolutionary Painting: 
Brutus, Marcus Sextus and Melancholy 
While the dress and gender of Charpentier's figure connects it to Revolutionary 
personifications and Directorial fashion, the pose has a far more specific lineage. The 
classic slumped posture of melancholy had been used in a number of key Revolutionary 
history paintings. Most famously, Charpentier's teacher, David, had used it in The Lictors 
Bring to Brutus the Bodies of his Sons (fig. 16), to explore the conflicts between private 
life and public duty in the opening year of the Revolution. Later the pose was re-
appropriated by Pierre-Narcisse Guerin in an effort to move the idea of melancholy away 
from the dilemmas of nationalism and instead use it as a means of creating sympathy for 
those who had been exiled during the Revolution. 
Twelve years before Charpentier's Melancholy, David painted his Brutus, which 
set the iconographic foundation for Revolutionary allegories of melancholy. Brutus was 
commissioned by the monarchy and debuted in the 1789 Salon. The painting is based on 
the story of Lucius Junius Brutus, who rid Rome of a tyrannical king known as Tarquin 
the Proud. Tarquin's son Sextus, had raped the virtuous Lucretia, who eventually 
committed suicide in front of Brutus. Brutus swore to avenge her death and abolish the 
17 Roederer, Journal de Paris, 13 (Apr. 2, 1798): 807, quoted Grigsby, "Nudity ala 
grecque in 1799," 329. 
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corrupt monarchy. Tarquin was exiled, and the first Roman Republic was established. 
Brutus' two sons, Titus and Tiberius, were drawn into a royalist conspiracy to bring 
Tarquin back to power and Brutus sentenced them to death. Brutus came to symbolize 
extreme patriotism and loyalty to the state. 
However, while Brutus stands as an image of unflinching devotion to the state, the 
image is complicated by his pose and expression. Brutus is positioned in the classic pose 
of melancholy, slumped over with his hand on his head, and his pensive, dejected 
expression is typical of representations of melancholy. This suggests that there was some 
sort of second-guessing or anxiety tied to Brutus's sense of civic duty at the expense of 
his sons' lives. 18 This sparked controversy in a contemporary French audience. In the year 
Brutus was painted, with the Revolution quickly approaching, the themes of duty, nation, 
and family were widely discussed. As the Revolution unfolded David's image gained 
meaning that was unforeseeable. The painting entered the public's consciousness, setting 
up an iconography that effectively portrayed melancholy in relation to contemporary 
political events. 19 Charpentier's Melancholy engages with the iconography used in 
Brutus. 
David treats his composition as a stage, and carefully distributed his figures in the 
space. The dramatic lighting of the space resembles stage lighting, and plays an important 
role in this image. The contrast of darks and lights throughout the image highlight the 
dramatic nature of the scene. The figure of Brutus remains isolated, and he is 
compositionally confined by the dark curtain constituted by the backlit state of the 
18 Thomas Crow, Emulation: David, Drouais, and Girodet in the Art of Revolutionary 
France (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006): 108. 
19 Philippe David Bordes, Jacques- Louis David: Empire to Exile (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2005): 19. 
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Roman goddess, the back of Brutus's seat and the column ofthe atrium. He is separated 
from the main actions of David's stage like composition, as he sits in a shadow in the 
foreground. Brutus's solitude is further emphasized by the lack of interaction with the 
other figures of the scene. As Brutus remains motionless in his melancholic state, men 
carry in the bodies of his sons. Their entry onto the scene is the element that conveys the 
narrative ofthe image, sparking the cries of the women. The torsos of the corpses are 
blocked off, and cannot be seen by the viewer. 20 The remaining section, presumably the 
more gruesome portion of the corpses, is left to the viewer's imagination. David paints 
Brutus in the classical pose of melancholy, found in many previous images of the malady. 
This made the painting immediately legible for David's audience. All of these 
compositional and iconographic elements set up a visual model for later paintings of 
Revolutionary melancholy, such as Guerin's Marcus Sextus (fig. 17) and eventually 
Charpentier's Melancholy. 
While Charpentier's painting engages with the iconographic tradition set up by the 
Brutus, her painting also is clearly engaged with Guerin's image of revolutionary 
melancholy, Marcus Sextus. Guerin's Marcus Sextus uses Brutus as a visual model, 
creating an image of another antique melancholic figure, which alludes to the current 
political climate of France. For this painting, Guerin created a fictional character, Marcus 
Sextus. Marcus Sextus was a victim of Sulla, a Roman general. Upon his return for exile, 
he found his wife dead and his daughters in despair. The French public immediately 
recognized this image as the embodiment of the experience of those exiled under the 
20 The dismemberment of Brutus' s sons is discussed at greater length in Crow, 
Emulation, 81. 
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Revolution.21 In the early 1790's, after the arrest ofthe King, as many as 180,000 people 
left France for life in exile. The majority of those exiled returned to France once 
Napoleon issued amnesty in the years following 1799, the year The Return of Marcus 
Sextus was painted. 22 Guerin had originally set out to paint an image of Brutus, however, 
he ultimately chose a simpler story, designed to create a particular effect for his public, 
which immediately alluded to Revolutionary exile.23 
Elements of David's Brutus acted as a model for Guerin's Marcus Sextus. First, 
Guerin's painting has the same stage-like quality of the Brutus. Guerin uses highly 
contrasted lighting, and creates a space comprised of different recessing levels of scenery, 
much like stage sets. Both Brutus and Marcus Sextus share the same melancholic 
expression, iconic and recognizable to their French audience. Like Brutus, Marcus Sextus 
sits in the foreground of the image, and engages more with the viewer than with the other 
figures in the scene. Even as his daughter clasps his leg in agony, Marcus Sextus stares 
melancholically past her, engaging with his audience instead. The figures remain 
motionless in their depressive states, and do not act as the main indicators of the 
paintings' narratives. Like Brutus, Marcus Sextus leaves certain things up to the viewer's 
imagination, allowing the painting to act as a screen onto which they can project their 
own collective Revolutionary experience. In Brutus, it is the lictors returning the corpses 
of the sons and the lamenting women who suggest the larger narrative. In Marcus Sextus, 
it is the wife and grieving daughter who fill out the larger story for the viewer. This 
2 1 Stefan Germer, "In Search of a Beholder: On the Relation between Art, Audiences, 
and Social Spehres in Post-Thermidor France," The Art Bulletin 74.1 (1992): 28-30. ·' 
22 Peter Fritzsche, Stranded in the Present: Modern Time and the Melancholy of History' 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004): 88. 
23 Crow 232 and Bordes 12. 
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untraditional displacement of narrative away from the main figure granted viewers 
greater freedom in reconstituting the story and message of the painting. Viewers had to 
draw upon their own experiences and knowledge to complete the story. The passivity of 
the main figures allows the images to act as screens onto which the audiences can project 
their collective experiences under the Revolution?4 These two images both use analogous 
visual elements in order to engaged their contemporary French audience, and they both 
allude to the contemporary French public's Revolutionary sentiments. Charpentier's 
image is powerful because it engages viewers in a similar manner. 
Charpentier recycled the formal elements found in Brutus and Marcus Sextus, and 
engages the iconography of contemporary French melancholy. Like David and Guerin, 
Charpentier creates a stage like effect. Through the use of theatrical lighting, with highly 
contrasted lights and darks, Charpentier heightens the dramatic effects of the painting. 
Also, like David and Guerin, Charpentier paints her landscape in a way that resembles a 
theater set, with different recessing levels of landscape. Another similarity is the use of an 
iconic, melancholic pose. While the poses of Brutus, Marcus Sextus and Charpentier's 
figure all differ, they are all immediately recognizable as melancholic because they all 
strike the classic pose of melancholy. Finally, the three figures are similar in their 
placement in the foreground of the composition, and they all appear detached and 
separated from their surroundings. 
Like David's Brutus and Guerin's Marcus Sextus, Charpentier's figure is also 
placed in the foreground, and engages more with the viewer than the actual landscape of 
the painting. As in Brutus and Marcus Sextus, Charpentier leaves narrative blanks in the 
.:'. 
24 Germer 28-30. 
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image, in order to engage the viewer's imagination. It is unclear why the figure is in the 
.. forest, and although viewers can see a subtly painted mountain in the clearing in the 
distance, there is nothing about it that makes it legible as a specific, recognizable 
mountain. Furthermore, because Charpentier's painting lacks a specific classical story, in 
contrast to Brutus and Marcus Sextus, the narrative ambiguity is even greater. The gaps in 
narrative found in Melancholy function in the same way as the narrative blanks in Marcus 
Sextus and Brutus. Her image, like theirs, acts a screen onto which a contemporary 
French public could project their collective experiences, and create meaning from. Her 
image registers as an image of Revolutionary melancholy for her viewers because of the 
way in which she echoes Brutus and Marcus Sextus. 
Given the fame of David's and Guerin's paintings-David's was one of the most 
famous images of the entire Revolution, and Guerin's was the most discussed image at 
the Salon of 1799 25-it seems likely that Charpentier consciously developed her own 
painting from theirs. But regardless of whether or not she meant to refer to them, she 
changed the significance of melancholy in her own painting. She removed her figure 
from any narrative, thus generalizing its significance. She also abandoned the distance of 
classical metaphor by making her figure a contemporary woman. Her woman suffers 
alone and makes no specific reference to politics, completely removing her to the private 
sphere. Finally, Charpentier changed the gender of the figure, thus suggesting that her 
painting refers to the specific experience of women. 
In order to understand the way Charpentier's Melancholy functioned in relation to 
its contemporary French audience, it is important to understand the public's collective 
25 Crow 236. 
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sentiments during the year 1801. Images of melancholy, which the French public could 
project their Revolutionary experiences onto, were greatly needed at this time. 
Overwhelming confusion, violence and massive political upheaval marked the years 
surrounding Melancholy. For a French audience, viewing images that acknowledge the 
collective sadness of Revolutionary experience were necessary to the process of 
mourning and commemoration. 
Melancholy, Memory and Mourning Under the Consulate 
Melancholy made no explicit reference to specific people or events, and it is 
therefore impossible to identify the cause of the figure's melancholy. In 1801, however, 
there was no shortage of possible causes, rendering Charpentier's image a sort of blank 
slate upon which viewers might project their own explanations of the figure's 
melancholic state. In the years surrounding Melancholy, each new political development 
alienated onetime sympathizers. First, the imprisonment of the king took place in 1791 , 
followed by the declaration of the Republic in 1792, the Reign of Terror the following 
year, the occupation of Switzerland in 1798, Napoleon's coup d'etat in 1799, and finally 
his coronation as emperor in 1804. The constant efforts to build, dismantle, and resurrect 
the Revolutionary community resulted in a constant stream of people who felt betrayed or 
excluded.26 Images of melancholy, such as Charpentier's, were powerful because they 
registered the Revolutionary memory of sadness and dismay after years of violence and 
Revolutionary warfare. 
:'. 
26 Fritzsche 88. 
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After the Revolution, the past became a site of anguished memory. Around 1800 
the pre-Revolutionary past was conceived more and more of something bygone and lost, 
but also strange and mysterious. This feeling of disconnect from the past was a source of 
melancholy.27 What made the past seem so remote and the movement of history so 
menacing to nineteenth-century people was the deep rupture in remembered experience 
that came with the Revolution. The massive disruption of war and death, along with the 
rhetoric surrounding the Revolution of change and progress, was seen as extinguishing 
tradition. People floundered in their attempts to find an explanation or to fit the 
Revolution into larger conceptual streams or historical narratives. Without the traditional 
system of historical narrative after the Revolution-the notion of epoch and cyclical 
history- the violent changes of the Revolution could not be interpreted as an 
encompassing historical passage that elevated parochial tragedy into a more meaningful 
fate.28 Images which allowed an a contemporary French audience to contemplate 
collective Revolutionary melancholy were a way of coping with the massive anxiety and 
disquiet, caused by the havoc and destruction of Revolutionary warfare. 
However, Melancholy is also powerful because ofthe way in which is it differs 
from other images of melancholy under the Revolution, because it can be read as 
referring specifically to women's experiences. While Revolutionary violence had affected 
everyone, women's experiences under the Consulate and Directory differed from men's 
experiences. By 1801, women had been condemned to the private sphere of life. Aside 
from the revocation of rights gained at the start of the Revolution, women were also 
excluded from acts ofmemorialization and commemoration of Revolutionary dead. In his 
27 Fritzsche 5. 
28 Fitzsche 16. 
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book, Commemorating the Dead in Revolutionary France, Joseph Clarke examines the 
commemoration of dead from the fall of the Bastille in 1789 to the corning ofNapoleon 
ten years later. Clarke writes that attempts at commemoration under the Revolution were 
inadequate, and hardly did justice to the scale ofhuman suffering produced by the war. 
Half a million French soldiers died during the Revolutionary wars, followed by nearly 
twice as many causalities under the Empire. Women, wives, mothers, and lovers, were all 
left behind to reflect on the relationship between the Revolution and remembrance of the 
dead.29 Although revolutionary commemoration was discussed using the rhetoric of 
democratization, Clarke writes that it in fact was not democratic. Memorialization had 
been highly masculinized, and all attempts at observance, ceremony, and commemoration 
were created and facilitated by men. Clarke writes that during his extensive research on 
the topic, he only found two fleeting examples of women's active involvement in 
commemoration of Revolutionary memory. The first, a proposal for a memorial by a 
French woman, was completely ignored. The second example was an arrest document of 
a cotton-spinner, who was arrested for signing a protest song about the inadequacy and 
exclusiveness of official revolutionary commemoration.30 
The act of a woman in 1801 painting an image of Revolutionary melancholy is an 
act of reclamation. While commemorative and memorialization efforts were exclusive 
and masculinized, so too was the art practice surrounding Revolutionary memory. By 
painting an image of Revolutionary mourning, Charpentier is subverting the masculinized 
process of Revolutionary mourning, and reclaiming it as feminine. While male artists, 
29 Joseph Clarke, Commemorating the Dead in Revolutionary France: Revolution and .·· 
Remembrance, 1789-1799 (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2007) 273. 
3° Clarke discusses these two attempts at women's participation in the conclusion of 
Commemorating the Dead in Revolution France, 273-289. 
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Guerin for example, were celebrated for creating important artworks that engaged the 
Revolutionary memory of his audience, women were not even able to fully participating 
in the official, public acts ofmourning.31 Charpentier's image rises directly out ofthis, 
and should be understood in this context. 
By showing an anonymous contemporary female figure, Melancholy engages with 
the situation of French women in the year 1801. The image appears to depict the sadness 
of an actual French woman, but because it does not refer to a specific woman, the viewer 
must speculate that this sadness could be over many different aspects of Revolutionary 
life for women: the abuse of women's bodies for representations of Revolutionary virtues; 
the rejection of women's bodies as appropriate symbols of a strong Republic; the 
revocation of women's rights; or just general melancholy over Revolutionary violence. 
While the exact intentions of Charpentier's image remain unknown, it is important to 
examine her image in relationship to the Revolutionary memory of her audience. 
Through an understanding of this image in its relation to the many different 
aspects of women's experiences in the year 1801, Melancholy can be seen as important 
for its reclamation and participation in the gendered act of Revolutionary mourning. 
Charpentier's work was created in a time when women, deprived of rights under a 
fraternal Republic, resorted to frivolous forms of fashion as a source of power. Her work 
should have struck Salon goers as extremely relevant. Unfortunately, her public did not 
seem to be struck by the image. The dismissive Salon criticisms reinforce the fact that 
women artists were not taken as seriously as their male counterparts. While pages were 
31 Guerin was considered a sort of artist-hero ofhis day, and many exuberant banquets 
were held in his honor after Marcus Sextus was shown at the Salon in 1 799. This is 
discussed further in Crow, Emulation, 236. 
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dedicated to masterpieces such as Marcus Sextus, Charpentier's image barely merits more 
than two paragraphs. 
The lack of attention given to Melancholy in the 1801 Salon is not to say that her 
painting was not effective, or relevant to her public. Instead, this shows that even the 
French Salon was infused with the fraternal, patriarchal attitude of society at large. Even 
in a more contemporary retrospective of Revolutionary painting from 1975, Melancholy 
is written about as merely a painting of unrequited love.32 It is certainly true that other 
Romantic images of melancholic women surface in the years following Melancholy, 
exploring the state of private feelings unrelated to the politics that consumed so many 
artists under the Revolution. However, Charpentier's image's iconography raises much 
more complex and complicated issues about France and women, and deserves not to be 
dismissed as merely a Romantic image of a woman's love. 
Charpentier was a woman working within a highly masculinized iconography and 
practice, and should be understood in this context as well. For Charpentier to overcome 
the obstacles set in place for not only women, but also more specifically women artists in 
the year 1801, is remarkable.33 The important issues that Melancholy's iconography 
inevitably reference-such as women's bodies in Revolutionary art, women's suppression 
in 1801 , subversive fashion, and feminine Revolutionary memory-are further 
32 French Painting 1774-1830, The Age of Revolution, exhibition catalogue, 167. 
33 In Mary Vidal's article, "The 'Other Atelier': Jacques-Louis David's Female Students " 
in Women, Art and the Politics of Identity in Eighteenth-Century Europe (Aldershot, 
Hants, England: Ashgate, 2003) 237, she discusses David, only one of a few male artists :· 
to train women, in relation to his female students and the obstacles women artists faced. 
While David had 433 male students, Charpentier was only one of seventeen female 
students to pass through his atelier. 
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complicated by the fact that Charpentier, a French woman, is gazing at a representation of 
a French woman. 
Her painting, a true masterpiece of feminine Revolutionary mourning, gives 
insight into the very specific situation of French women under the Consulate, their 
relationship to Revolutionary iconography, and their melancholy. This image, with its 
references to many aspects of French women's lives in the year 1801 engages multiple 
discourses surrounding allegory, power, fashion and gender. The painting benefits from 
its ambiguous nature. The multitude of meanings that could have been projected onto 
Melancholy attests to this. In the end, no matter what meaning or Revolutionary 
experience a contemporary viewer projected onto the image, the complex iconography of 
the painting merits closers historical analysis than it has been given. 
21 
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